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    Make this fish  
at home! Go to p. 40  
    for the recipe.  
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AUTOSHOW 
TICKETS! 
See p. 59  
for details
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Co-owner  
and head baker  

Ciara O hArtghaile  
at Ursa Minor  

Bakehouse
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MY APPETITE FOR MEAT AND 
POTATOES kNOWS NO BOUNDS.
DITTO BREAD AND BUTTER. 
So when I find an abundance of all four (and more) while road-
tripping around Northern Ireland, I am beside myself with 
delight. And I’m not the only one; food tourism is trending here.

“More and more visitors are coming to Northern Ireland to see 
the Giant’s Causeway, to go to the Titanic Museum, to learn about 
their ancestors, maybe, and to get in on the great food we have,” 
says Derry-based chef and author Emmett McCourt, a champion 
of Irish food heritage. “Tourists want to learn about Irish food 
customs and traditional methods of food preparation. They like 
the stories behind the food. They want the connection to the food 
producer to lend meaning to what they’re experiencing.” 

           A ROAD TRIP THROUGH  
NORTHERN IRELAND YIELDS ALL  
               THE FLAVOURS OF THE LAND— 
     AND ALL THE PASSION THAT  
             GOES INTO PRODUCING THEM

DOUG WALLACE ELAINE HILL

of
 the  

tastes
irish

www  Go to caamagazine.ca to get one of  
Ursa Minor’s sourdough bread recipes
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My partner, Tim, and I see this passion for food 
at every stop along the way. Fortunately for 
my stomach, everyone is more than happy to 
share, beginning with our hosts at Newforge 
House, a historic six-room inn about a half-hour 
southwest of Belfast. We are greeted in the foyer 
by the owner and chef, John Mathers, who grew 
up in this restored Georgian villa before it had 
central heating. He and his wife, Louise, and 
a small team do everything themselves, their 
kitchen conjuring sweet and savoury delights 
using local ingredients including fruit from 
their orchard, eggs from their own chickens and 
vegetables from the garden. The dining room 
draws the weekend-away crowd from all over 
Ireland. We sit down to a feast of roast lamb, 
fresh fish and incredible cheese, then linger  
over after-dinner whiskeys by the fire.

On our way up the legendary Coastal 
Causeway, we are stunned into silence by the 
pastoral beauty, absorbing picture-postcard 
views at every turn. Farmland, villages, ocean, 
forest—the variety is mesmerizing. Between the 
castles, the cheese, the cliff walks and the gin, 
this is one of the best road trips in the world.

When we reach the North Atlantic Ocean 
at Ballycastle, we wander into Ursa Minor 
Bakehouse, co-owned by Dara O hArtghaile  
and his wife, Ciara, who treat us to a lesson 
in sourdough. They use methods that can be 
traced back hundreds of years, long before  
the birth of commercial yeast.

“Our process is slow, the bread naturally 
leavened, with no accelerators or additives,” 
Dara says. Every Ursa Minor loaf has only four  
ingredients: stoneground organic flour, water, 
salt and time. “A loaf here takes 36 hours from 
start to finish, whereas plant bakeries take one 
hour. We ferment everything naturally, the 
gluten developing properly,” he says. “The  
slow process makes for better digestion.”  
The O hArtghailes dress up their loaves with 
things like linseed oil, nuts, grains or beer,  
and feature them prominently in the hearty 
menu at their busy vegetarian café.  

This page,  
top to bottom:  

the basalt columns  
along the Giant’s 

Causeway; chef  
and author Emmett 

McCourt in Derry

Opposite page,  
clockwise  

from top left:  
Dara O hArtghaile  

preps sourdough  
loaves; the cheese plate 

at Newforge House; 
fresh oysters from 
Killough Harbour; 

taking a break at  
Bothy Coffee   

NORTHERN IRELAND
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This page: crispy  
fish and chips at 
Harry’s Shack

Opposite page, 
clockwise from top 
left: sheep graze 
outside Newcastle;  
Donal Doherty, 
owner of Harry’s 
Shack; the Carrick-
A-Rede Rope  
Bridge rewards 
visitors with 
incredible views
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SHACK FISH
GET A TASTE OF HARRY’S SHACK BY MAKING THEIR FRIED FISH AT HOME

INGREDIENTS
1¼ cups self-rising flour

Salt and pepper

1 cup  water

1 cup  buttermilk

Soda water

4  haddock fillets,  
about 1" thick

Vegetable oil for  
deep frying

DIRECTIONS
1. In a large bowl, add flour and season with salt and 
pepper. Add water, buttermilk and a splash of soda water; 
mix all ingredients together until smooth. (Batter will be 
quite thin.) 

2. Heat a deep fryer with oil to 350°F. Coat fillets in batter 
one at a time, gently removing any excess batter with 
your hands. Fry fish until golden brown, 8 to 10 minutes 
(reduce time if your fillets are thin). Serve with lemon 
wedges, tartar sauce, and sides of chips and mushy peas.

MAKES 4 SERVINGS

         NO DEEP FRYER?  
 Use a Dutch oven filled  
    with 8 cups of oil. If your 
fillets are too long for  
    the pot, slice them in two  
            before battering.
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Fully fortified with veggie stew and a grilled 
vegetable sandwich the size of my head, we 
stop 10 minutes down the road at 350-year-old 
Carrick-A-Rede Rope Bridge. It was once used  
by fishermen to reach the region’s salmon, but  
is now used merely to thrill the tourists. We  
hike out to the cliff, but the windy weather 
prevents us from traversing the 20-metre bridge 
30 metres above the sea. No matter; I have a 
hard enough time imagining it. 

Craving caffeine, we pull into Bothy Coffee 
expecting a rugged roadside pit stop, but we’re 
pleasantly surprised to find a gorgeous little 
eatery, seemingly in the middle of nowhere. 
Again, a real-food attitude greets us in the  
form of homespun sandwiches and pizzas, 
decadent sweets and superlative coffee. It’s 

like Mom is following us around and making 
everything for us from scratch.

Reaching the Giant’s Causeway, a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, we head out with a guide  
to see the 40,000 basalt columns. This  
geological anomaly was created by a volcanic 
eruption 60 million years ago; the columns  
were formed by molten lava cooling into 
hexagonal stone steps. This being Ireland, 
there’s an alternate version of the story that  
has little to do with volcanoes and more to 
do with Celtic warrior Finn McCool and his 
Scottish rival, Benandonner.

Twenty minutes’ drive inland, we take  
a spooky stroll through the Dark Hedges, a 
favourite stop on all the Game of Thrones tours,  
then keep edging westward, complimenting 
ourselves on our driving. The roads are a bit 
challenging with all the twists and turns, but 
quite manageable. We develop a code word  
for getting too close to the left side of the 

NORTHERN 

WAYS
Tips to getting it 
right when driving 
on the left 

MIND THE CURB
It’s not so much driving  
on the other side of the  
road that’s the challenge, 
it’s driving on the other  
side of the car that takes 
some getting used to. 

OPT FOR GPS
It’s called “sat nav” here 
(for satellite navigation) 
and it’s always worth 
the money. Map out your 
adventure in advance; 
winging it is for amateurs. 
That said, the GPS will  
take you on the main 
routes, whereas the side 
roads may be much  
more interesting.

CHECK YOUR SPEED
Northern Ireland is part  
of the U.K., so road signs 
are in miles per hour.  
If you’re coming from 
Dublin, remember that 
Ireland—being part of  
the European Union—
favours the kilometre. 

SLOW DOWN
Be on the lookout for  
sheep, cows, RVs, tour 
buses, motorcycles, etc.

RELAX
Though the roads are 
narrow, they are far less 
crowded than those in the 
Republic of Ireland or in 
England or Scotland, so 
this is a good region for 
beginner left-hand drivers.

SHIFT GEARS
Note that if your car has  
a standard transmission, 
the gears will be in the 
same place—you will just 
be sitting on the other  
side of the gearbox.  
(So first gear is up and 
away from you.)

SHARE THE VIEW
If you’re able, take  
turns driving, so one  
of you doesn’t miss  
out completely on the 
gorgeous scenery.
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Clockwise from 
top left: the Pyke ’n’ 
Pommes food truck 

in Derry; Patrice 
Bonnargent tends 
his oyster beds at 

sunrise; Louise and 
John Mathers on the 

grounds at Newforge 
House; a surfer braves 
the cold on the Strand; 

beech trees form  
an archway along  

the Dark Hedges  
in Ballymoney

road: curb! “Curb” quickly comes to also mean 
fence, stone wall, hedge, cliff and whatever else 
happens to line the road.

When we reach the beach town of Portstewart,  
we gawk at the fabulous oceanfront homes, 
trying to pick our favourite, a task that becomes 
impossible because there are so many. We pass 
a giant golf course and a caravan campground 
before settling in at our B&B, then heading out 
on foot to the community’s famous Strand, a 
3.2-kilometre stretch of golden beach. This is  
the ideal spot for picnicking, surfing, birding  
or just taking in the view. 

The beach also makes the perfect backdrop  
for dinner at Harry’s Shack, which we  
booked well in advance thanks to some good 
word-of-mouth advice. As the name implies,  
it is a big wooden shed tucked at the edge of  
the dunes, family run by people with restaurant 
resumés as long as your arm. The interior is  
raw and rustic, with a wood stove crackling 
away. We tuck into perfect fish and chips and 
fried chicken, washed down with a bottle of 
wine, watching the sand slowly turn from  
gold to blue to black.

The next day, we head to the other side of 
Northern Ireland to the Irish Sea, where oyster 

NORTHERN IRELAND
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farmer Patrice Bonnargent tends 
his beds in Killough Harbour. Here,  
the convergence of fresh water 
from the River Quoile and the 
seawater gives the oysters a nutty, 
less salty taste.

Originally from France, 
Bonnargent came to Northern 
Ireland to play rugby for a year 
and never left. Now, he exports 
oysters and supplies them to many 
of the local seafood wholesalers. 
“The Irish have never thought of 
the sea as a place that brings them 
food, but that is slowly changing,” 
Bonnargent says. “The zinc in 
oysters is good for you. It’s an 
antidepressant. So oysters are a 
happy food—and there’s no fat  
in them,” he adds, laughing.

The waistband of my pants feels 
so stretched by this point that I’ll 
take all the help I can get. It’s these 
kinds of anecdotes and details, 
shared along with the incredible 
food, that resonate so well with 
visitors here. When food is such  
a big part of the culture, it’s part  
of the journey. 
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